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Remember how it felt to be the new kid in school?  You did not have any friends and did not know your schedule, how things worked, or who to go to for help.  That is a good metaphor for one’s first experience at a professional conference.  As uncomfortable as these first experiences may be, they are necessary to get ahead in life or in one’s career. 

Membership, and more importantly, participation in a professional organization is important, especially at the beginning of one’s professional career.  Participation may include reading the literature published by one’s organization, participating in a committee or member group, or attending an annual conference.  

Last year, I attended my fourth Florida Library Association Annual Conference, but my first after becoming a librarian.  As a new librarian, the first thing I thought about was which sessions I should attend that would help me to advance my career, but this is just one of many things I have learned about attending a conference.  The following are some additional lessons that I would like to share, lessons that may help others who are new to librarianship.

Tip # 1: Attend a state conference first.
Attending your first professional conference can be a bit overwhelming.  I remember attending the American Library Association (ALA) Annual Conference as a student when it was in Orlando in 2004.  I was only able to attend the exhibits that year, but it was enough to overwhelm me completely.  I had no idea where to begin.  Since my first ALA experience, I have attended some FLA conferences and this past summer I attended my first full ALA conference.  Having attended the smaller and more manageable state conference first, I understood the need for a schedule, snacks, comfortable shoes and the numerous other “valuables” one needs at a conference.  Thus, if you want to be a super professional at the “super-sized” ALA, my suggestion is to attend the smaller-scaled state conference first.

Tip # 2: Attach yourself to an experienced conference attendee.
Before attending the conference, it is a good idea to speak with someone who has attended before and get some tips.  I spoke with my director prior to my first conferences, and this made a world of difference.  I learned about scheduling, networking, and enjoying the conferences from her.  You might also try to go with a colleague your first time so you will feel more comfortable and more inclined to attend events.  I believe this helps us be more inclined to attend social events, speak out at sessions, and make new contacts.  It is also a good idea to attend with an experienced librarian because he or she can introduce you to even more potential colleagues.

Tip # 3: Look through the conference program before you go to the conference.  
There are a couple reasons to look at the conference program prior to attending: 1) find out where and when programs and poster sessions will occur and 2) find out which vendors will attend.  Although there were some time slots when I had four different sessions I wanted to attend, I put together a schedule for myself to guide me throughout the week at FLA.  It is a good idea to include room locations in your schedule so you do not end up scrambling to find your next event.  You never have to feel tied to one session.  Many attendees split their time between a couple sessions, i.e. leaving one session half-way through and moving on to the next.  It is also helpful knowing which vendors will be at the conference so that you may come prepared with any vendor-specific questions.

Tip # 4: Take the time to make contacts and network.  
No matter how many sessions you decide to attend, every minute of the conference is a potential time for networking.  Whether you are a library student or currently working at a library, conferences are excellent opportunities to establish new connections.  Go to the lectures and social events and meet new people.  I have observed many occurrences where strangers begin talking about what they are doing at their libraries and before they know it, new ideas (as well as contact information) are being exchanged.  I have seen this happen in a large group as well as in one-on-one situations.  Another reason to socialize at a conference is that you (and I especially mean library students) never know when you are going to meet your next boss, so get out there and network!

Tip # 5: Find your fun session.
Your conference experience should be a memorable one, one filled with insightful and enjoyable moments.  Yes, people go to FLA’s Annual Conference to learn new things, meet new people, and catch up with old friends.  There are so many sessions you can attend that will be beneficial to your library and to your career.  As important as it is to learn new things, I have always made sure I attend at least one session that is just going to be “fun.”  

Tip # 6: Attend at least one session related to technology.
The world of technology is the opposite of fun to some people. However, as scary as the term might be to some, it really is important to keep up with the technology being used in libraries of all types.  Even if you are not tech savvy, attending a technology session will at least familiarize you with some terminology, and there might even be a demonstration on how to use a Web site or program.  

Tip # 7: Speak up!  
If you are sitting in on a session and you have a question or something to add from your own experiences, speak up!  Conference presenters welcome added input from their audiences as everyone is there to learn new things.  Contributing to a session is not only a form of information sharing, but is another way of finding new contacts and beginning new conversations.

Tip # 8: Have fun!
All work and no play can make a librarian grumpy.  This is reason enough why conferences do not have to be all business.  FLA Annual Conferences have been located in some pretty amazing locations in recent years, including Jacksonville, Orlando, and St. Pete Beach.  There have been plenty of recreational activities for attendees while staying in these great cities.  I recommend enjoying the host city, whether that means a night out on the town, experiencing the joy of a theme park, or lounging at the hotel, as I did in St. Pete Beach.

Tip # 9: Get involved.
Besides attending the conference, there are a myriad of other ways to become professionally involved with FLA.  There are sixteen committees and twenty-nine member groups in FLA.  Your participation depends on you!  You can volunteer to be as active as you want to be, whether it is helping to plan events, writing for the News Digest online or Florida Libraries journal, or leading a member group or committee.  In addition to being a great way to meet people and serve the profession, involvement on a committee is “a good reason for your boss to send you back to the conference next year.”​[1]​  If you are feeling ambitious, you can strive one day to be a member of the FLA Executive Board, or maybe even president!  The amount you put into the association will come back to you many times over.

Tip # 10: Offer to share information in a brown bag session upon your return to your library.
Too often, conference attendees go back to work with a large amount of information, but it gets left on a shelf or stored away in one’s mind.  By sending you to a conference, your library is making an investment in you, and it is beneficial to your library, as well as your colleagues, to share your valuable information with those who were unable to attend, as well as those who attended different sessions.

Tip # 11: Keep going!
I can honestly say that I have benefited from being a member of FLA and attending the annual conference.  It seems that with each year I have attended the conference, I feel more comfortable mingling with the attendees and speaking about what I do in my library.  After attending several conferences, you may find yourself thinking, as I did at last year’s FLA conference, “Hey, I could have sat on that panel!”  That may be exactly what you find yourself doing at a future conference!
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